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Dear Friend: 


A healthy business district is a key to a healthy, vibrant, 
neighborhood. A safe, strong, and clean commercial center 
can provide jobs, goods and services, and a place for neigh- 
borhood residents to meet. These districts are a critical part 
of the foundation of a strong and healthy city. 


We have created the “Citizen's Guide to Neighborhood 
Business Districts in Boston” as part of our continuing effort 
to make government a resource for improving the quality of 
life and work in the neighborhoods. 


In the pages of this guide you will find a wealth of 
information about the regulations, the laws— and the 
opportunities—that exist for maintaining and improving 
neighborhood business districts. I hope that you will make 
maximum use of this booklet and of the City agencies whose 
job it is to help you. 


Sincerely yours, 


Raymond L. Flynn 
Mayor of Boston 


WHY A CITIZEN'S GUIDE TO 
NEIGHBORHOOD BUSINESS DISTRICTS? 


Neighborhood business districts are an essential part of 
improving the residential environment for all Bostonians. 
Healthy, attractive business districts compatible with 
the surrounding neighborhood are important because 
they improve the quality of life, provide needed goods 
and services, and are a source of employment for 
Bostonians. 


The Boston Zoning Code is being re-written to assure that 
it meets the current and future needs of Boston’s citizens 
and neighborhoods. In the meantime, Interim Planning 
Overlay Districts (IPODs) are being established in 
some neighborhoods to guide development until the 
new zoning is complete. The interim zoning plans provide 
temporary zoning regulations which are used as a frame- 
work for new regulations. This guide explains zoning 

as one of the tools that can promote desirable business 
districts. 


The purpose of zoning is to protect your community 
and allow for appropriate future development. Your 
involvement is needed to determine how zoning and 
other tools can work best for your neighborhood. The 
IPOD process could provide an opportunity for you to 
have input into zoning decisions for your neighborhood. 


This guide outlines the basic features of neighborhood 
business districts and how zoning can be used to enhance 
and preserve districts. It is just a starting point for your 
involvement in zoning decisions affecting your business 
district. At the end of the guide, you will find sources 
you can contact to answer questions and help you 
implement the suggestions in the guide. 


Stephen Coyle, 
Director 
Boston Redevelopment Authority 
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THE CONTEXT 
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Business districts serve an important function by providing 


goods and services to neighborhood residents. 
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Business districts help define the image of a neighborhood. 
Some business districts have developed a special character 


which attracts people from a wide area. 


THE ROLE OF NEIGHBORHOOD BUSINESS DISTRICTS 
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Neighborhood business districts are good places for new 
businesses to get started. They are an important source of 
jobs for the neighborhood. They also provide a home for 

many small businesses. 
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Business districts serve as meeting places for neighborhood 
residents, centers for recreational and group activities, and 
locations for community services. 
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stores provide local employment and also cater to specific neighborhood needs—East Boston. 
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DOES YOUR BUSINESS DISTRICT NEEDWOURTIEIER 


In addition to providing for neighborhood needs and 
employment opportunities, your business district may have 
many other positive features. It may offer a wide range of enter- 
tainment options, from bowling alleys, to social clubs, to 
benches for sitting and watching the world go by. The archi- 
tectural style of the district may be unique. Or perhaps the 
business district has the flavor of a particular ethnic or 
cultural heritage which makes it special. Positive features 
such as these need to be protected. 
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There are some effects of successful neighborhood business 
districts that may not be good for the neighborhood. In a 
thriving business district, high rents may force out stores 
which serve neighborhood residents. Traffic congestion and 
pressure to convert housing to business uses may affect the 
character of the neighborhood. In business districts which 
are not doing well, vacant stores and poorly maintained 
buildings can be problems for merchants, customers and 


Successful business districts often increase traffic and demand for 
parking in the neighborhood. 


residents. While an unsightly business district may contri- Woh ioe. os 
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may enhance a neighborhood's sense of community. 
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Many forces influence the health of a business district. 
Some forces, such as the local economy and real estate 
market, are beyond your direct control. On the other hand, 
there are ways you can help to protect positive features and 
limit problems you see in your neighborhood business district. 


Zoning is one tool which can be used to enhance and protect 
business districts. You can improve the effectiveness of zoning 
for your business district by working with the City to develop 
new business district zones in your neighborhood. 
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Boarded up and poorly maintained storefronts hurt the image of 
business districts. 
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Buildings that are significant to local history are assets to be preserved - Newly renovated Police Station; Brighton Center. 
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ZONING REGULATIONS FOR BUSINESS DISTRICTS 


| Zoning* can regulate many aspects of development 
including: 


¢ Height and size of buildings 
¢ Location of the building on the building lot 
e Types of activities which may take place on the premises 


The current Boston Zoning Code has two zoning districts for 
businesses. They are 


L - which allows business activities or uses that serve the 
local neighborhood 


B - which allows uses that serve the overall business needs 
of the city 


As one facet of its revision of the Zoning Code, the BRA is 
reviewing L and B zoning districts and considering new 
zoning districts which could be better tailored to the needs 
of each neighborhood. 


Four types of zoning regulations are commonly used to 
define new zoning or augment existing zoning to regulate 
land uses and development. 


Use regulations control what types of activities or uses 

are allowed. Uses can be broadly grouped as residential, 
business, or industrial. Within the business category, uses 
are identified by type; for example, dry cleaners, restaurants, 
and movie theaters. Use regulations can be designed to 
allow some uses in a regional center, but to prohibit them in 
a neighborhood center. For example, large furniture stores 
might be desirable in a regional center but prohibited in a 
neighborhood center (Refer to pages 10, 12 & 13). 
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Area and dimensional requirements limit the bulk and size 
of buildings. Floor space limits can be used to control the 
size of a business. Height limits can prohibit buildings 
which are too tall for the surrounding structures. 


Design regulations are concerned with the outside appear- 
ance of buildings and public spaces. They can require 
improvements such as landscaping and control the size and 
location of signs. In Neighborhood Centers where there are 
many pedestrians, design regulations could require windows 
on street frontages for merchandise displays. 


Performance standards limit the side effects of particular 
uses or business operation. Noise and congestion from 
delivery trucks can be controlled by using performance 
standards to limit delivery times. Performance standards 
can minimize late-night commercial traffic by limiting the 
hours a business may operate. 


Boston's neighborhood business district zoning could be 
tailored to fit each business district more exactly by using a 
combination of regulations. By learning more about the 
characteristics of your business district, you can help 
determine what combination would be appropriate. 


* For more information on zoning, see “The Citizen’s Guide to Zoning 
tor Boston”, available from the BRA. 
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Such uses as wholesale food stores often draw a large clientele—Washington Street. 
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LEARNING MORE ABOUT YOUR BUSINESS DISTRICT 


BUSINESS DISTRICT CHARACTERISTICS 


r 


One of the easiest ways to think about business districts is to 
group them on the basis of such characteristics as size and 
market area. Neighborhood business districts vary widely. 
For the purposes of this guide, four general types of neighbor- 
hood business districts have been identified—neighborhood 
clusters, neighborhood centers, community centers and 
regional centers. As a starting point for learning about your 
business district, match your answers to the questions below 
with the descriptions on the following pages. 


Do customers walk, drive, or come to the stores by public transportation? 
How much parking is available, where is it, and is more needed? 


What are the district boundaries? How many stores are there? 


Ay us 


What kinds of stores are found in the district? From how far do customers 
come to shop? 
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What is the predominant character of the district—residential or 
commercial? 


RELATING CHARACTERISTICS TO BUSINESS DISTRICT TYPES 


Business District Type 


Neighborhood Cluster 


Size 


1-3 stores in 
residential block or 
clustered around a 
corner 


Neighborhood Center 


Business/Residential Mix 


Types of Stores 


Almost entirely residential 


Linear shopping 
streets, 1 to3 
blocks long 


Mixed, but with more 


business toward center of 


district 


Access and Parking 


Convenience and 
variety stores 


Pedestrian | 


Neighborhood stores 
such as hardware 
stores, dry cleaning 
and beauty shops 


Pedestrian and q 
limited auto, some 
parking 


Community Center 


Similar to Neigh- 
borhood Center, 
but bigger 


More business uses than 


residential uses on first 
and second floors 


Businesses which 
serve more people 
such as grocery and 
clothing stores 


Regional Center 


Large concen- 
tration of stores 


Almost entirely 
businesses on first and 
second floors 


Stores which serve 
the city and beyond 
such as groups of 
specialty shops 


Pedestrian, auto 
and some mass 
transit, more parking 


Pedestrian, mass 


transit, and lots of 
auto, large demand 
for parking 


BUSINESS DISTRICIAIYPES 
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Neighborhood Clusters tend to be a few isolated stores 
located in residential areas. The stores serve only the im- 
mediate neighborhood, with customers typically walking a 
short distance to shop. The businesses are usually conven- 
lence or variety stores and frequently are locally owned. 
Where buildings have more than one story, the stores are 
generally limited to the ground floor. Problems can arise in 
neighborhood clusters when aspects of the business inter- 
fere with residential uses. For example, signs or hours of 
operation may detract from the predominantly residential 
character of the neighborhood. 


Cees 


Convenience stores are commonly found uses that form neighborhood 
cluster districts—Beacon Hill. 


Neighborhood Centers are typically one to two blocks long 
with stores limited to the first and second floors. Businesses 
such as small grocery stores, dry cleaners, beauty shops, 
and restaurants are mixed with residential uses. Customers 
generally walk from the surrounding areas. If too many peo- 
ple drive, traffic and parking may become problems. One 
challenge which neighborhood centers may face is main- 
taining the balance between businesses and housing. 


Most people walk to their neighborhood center stores—Centre Street, 
Jamaica Plain. 
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Community centers and regional centers are often located near major neighborhood streets—Brighton Center. 
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Community Centers are predominantly commercial. They 
have more stores than neighborhood centers and draw 
customers from a wider area. Many shoppers walk, but more 
drive or take mass transit. Community centers may stretch 
out along a single street, or they may surround a central 
square. A wide range of goods and services including 
entertainment, clothing and department stores are often 
available. In community centers traffic and parking may be 
concerns. Because of thé commercial character, provision 
for limited district expansion may be appropriate. 


Regional Centers are the largest type of business district. 
They have a high concentration of stores that ideally provide 
goods and services to the neighborhood as well as serving 
the larger Boston region. Regional centers often feature 
specialty shops or a concentration of a single kind of store. 
Most shoppers arrive by car or mass transit, so traffic and 
parking may be major concerns. Residences are rarely 
found on the first or second floor in regional centers. 
Because of their economic importance and the jobs they 
provide, appropriate expansion of regional centers may be 
encouraged. On the other hand, surrounding residential 
communities should be buffered from regional centers 
which should not grow at the expense of housing. 
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Community centers have “T” stops and other public transportation 
which attract people from farther away—Mattapan Square. 


Regional centers are popular shopping areas for their unique 
character and products—Chinatown. 
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APPLYING ZONING REGULATIONS TO POTENTIAL ISSUES IN YOUR N.B.D. 


Business District Type and Potential Issues Type of Zoning Regulations to Use* 
tet 

Use Design Performance Bac Aa. 1 
Neighborhood Cluster ERs 
Prevent aspects of businesses from interfering 
with residential uses 
Encourage environment for small businesses 
Neighborhood Center 
Limit Auto Access 


Encourage pedestrian use 


Maintain stability of business district boundaries 


Provide Neighborhood goods and services 


Community Center 


Allow limited expansion of business district, 
compatible with neighborhood 


Prevent the negative side effects from auto and 
mass transit access 


Provide a variety of leisure and entertainment 
activities 


Regional Center 


Allow controlled expansion while protecting 
surrounding neighborhood 


Provide parking which doesn't disrupt 
surrounding neighborhood 


Provide transitional areas 


“refer to page 6 
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IMPROVING YOUR NEIGHBORHOOD BUSINESS DISTRICT THE FIRSISIEPS 


A busi district which i king well is an asset both to Sa a ae a a ee 
usiness district which is working S AMPLE SURVEY FORM 


the neighborhood and to Boston as a whole. If you and 
others in the neighborhood believe your business district 


could be improved, this section outlines a systematic ap- Preliminary Data Collection 
proach to making changes. ERS easy Se 
If you have made the decision that you need to improve your Could Find Out Quickly: 
business district, you have probably already accomplished Size 
the first step in the process—you have determined your Geccraphical cise 4 Neighborhood Blocks 
business district type and identified some of the issues to be ; 
; MPRA : Number of Commercial Uses 15 
resolved. (If you haven't yet, refer to the Section “Learning 
More About Your Business District” beginning on page 8.) 
Your next step is to determine the level of neighborhood Pie Fe Soca . 
3 5 Strip vs. Square Strip 
support. There may be groups in your neighborhood who ; 
are already working on business district issues or who are Quality of Streetscape Needs Repair & Maintenance 
interested in supporting an effort to make improvements. Cleanliness Fair 
The local board of trade, community development corpora- Attractiveness Not Very Attractive 
tion, neighborhood council, or Planning and Zoning Advisory Historic Features 3 Art Deco Storefronts 
| Committee are examples of groups you should probably Type of New Development One Stiper Marke? 
| contact. 
Square Footage 1,000 sq. ft. 
Once you have the necessary support, the next step is to Commarea) ve [dure Gare 
gather as much information as you can about the business eas $300,000 (Approx.) 
district. A lot of information is probably available at your 4 
‘ : : Jobs Generated S) 
fingertips. Merchants, residents, and consumers are 
valuable resources. Commercial real estate agents familiar New Parking Spaces 1S 


with the area can tell you about vacancies, rental rates, and 
trends in the district. Resources such as the BRA, Public Tavduee 
Facilities Department and Mayor's Office of Neighborhood 


c % Uses which are Convenience 60% 

ervices can also be helpful. Ve Which are Hecierel 10% 

A very important source of information can be a field % Which are Specialty 30% 

survey. A field survey involves recording such items as the ees Byte Rata Fast raeet 

uses in each building, the condition of the buildings and . , a 
Light Industrial Uses None 


sidewalks and any vacant or underused sites. 
#Dwelling Units within business district 4 


“This survey data is only for the purpose of illustration. The actual data will vary, based on the size, type and 
particular character of the business district in your neighborhood. 
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Residents and merchants meet city and state officials—South End. 
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DEVELOPING AN ACTION PLAN AND PUTTING IT TO WORK 


With the information you have gathered on your business 
district, you can assemble a list of issues. The issues list 
will guide you in setting goals for your effort. These goals, 
which form the first element of an action plan, describe 
what you as a neighborhood resident or group want to see 
happen in your business district. 


Your goals should be listed in order of their importance. 
One factor to keep in mind when you set priorities is how 
much time and effort will be needed to accomplish each goal. 
Reaching agreement on the list of goals and their relative 
importance is very important to the success of your effort. 


The second element of the action plan is the list of tools and 
techniques you will use to reach your goals. These may in- 
clude possible rezoning, capital improvements, or volunteer 
programs. Some suggestions for this list are discussed in the 
Section “Other Ways to Help Your Business District”, be- 
ginning on page 18. Your choices will depend on many 
things including your goals, the available money, and the 
urgency of the situation. 


This “Guide to Neighborhood Business Districts” has made 
suggestions on how you might get involved through zoning 
and other tools in shaping your business district and how 
your efforts might be channelled to protect and enhance it. 
Keep in mind that this guide is only a starting point. In the 
Appendix, you will find a list of “Who to Call” to help you 
with the next steps. 
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SAMPLE BUDGET 


Fix-Up Clean-Up Program 


COSTS: 


Paint & Paint Supplies 

Garbage Bags 

Dumpster Rental for Clean-Up Day 
Planters 

Plants & Soil 

Snacks for Volunteers-Clean-Up Day 
TOTAL 


FUNDING SOURCES: 


Joe's Paint & Wallpaper 
Thrifty Supermarket 
Garden Club 

Proceeds from Raffle 
Donations from Businesses 
Donations from Residents 


TOTAL 


“These figures are only for the purpose of illustration. The actual 
figures will vary, based on the size of your project and cost of materials 
in your neighborhood. You need to find out the actual costs before you 


do the budget. 
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$1,000 
$200 
$300 
$1,100 
$800 
$100 
$3,500* 


Paint & Paint Supplies 
Garbage Bags 

Plants & Soil 

$1,000 

$500 

$250 

$3,500* 


Key Steps in the Process 


Organize 
Neighbor- 
hood Group 


Identify 
Business 
District 


Type 


Preliminary Steps 


Prepare 
Budget 
Identify 


Funding 
Source 


Community 
Action 


Goals: 
Future/ 
Immediate 


Collect 
Information 
Survey/Data 


Set Goals/ 
Review 
Issues 


Develop 
Community 


Action Plan 


Incorporate 
into Neigh- 
borhood 
IPOD 


Process 


Petition for 


Rezoning of 
N:B:DS 


“Where a comprehensive neighborhood IPOD process 
is not underway, rezoning of neighborhood business 
districts may be initiated by petitioning the Zoning 


Commission. 
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OTHER WAYS TO HELP YOUR BUSINESS DISTRICT 


There are many other tools besides zoning which are Solutions to Traffic and Parking Issues in every neighborhood 
available to help you address the issues in your business business district are needed to address problems of parking . 
district. Here are some examples. and control of vehicular traffic. The City of Boston's Real 
Property Department has just completed the first phase of 

a Citywide Strategic Parking Plan. The purpose of the Plan 

is to provide a comprehensive understanding of parking 
issues in Boston neighborhoods and downtown. The study 


also identifies problems and potential solutions in each 
State and Federal programs are available, including loans section of the city. 


for businesses offered through the small business association. 
The Main Street Program, which has been used effectively 
in Roslindale, is a Federal program which provides technical 
expertise to business groups interested in revitalizing their 
business district. 


Volunteer programs are a good, inexpensive way to improve 
your business district and build support. Volunteers can 
participate in such projects as a clean-up drive or a security 
watch. 


Public Facilities Department programs are available to 
eleven of Boston's neighborhood business districts. The 
programs include: 


¢ The Neighborhood Commercial Development Bank 
(NCDB), which offers long-term, low-interest loans; 


peril 
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e Loans to Encourage Neighborhood Development 
(LEND), a flexible loan program which can be tailored 
to meet the financial needs of the project; 


e The BUILD program, which provides construction or 
bridge financing for projects with significant public 
benefits; 


e Capital improvements, such as new sidewalks, benches, 
and trees; and 


e Technical assistance in such areas as architecture or 
financial analysis. 


Volunteer efforts foster community interaction and improve the 
appearance of the area. 
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Ellis Building 
403-415 West Broadway 
South Boston 


Project Description: Acquisition and complete 
rehabilitation of this previously under-utilized three 
story brick building. Project includes all new building 
systems and installation of active solar hot water and 
passive solar heating systems. Other interior renovations 
consist of insulation of walls and roof, and restoration of 
woodwork and walls. Exterior work includes roof repair, 
new windows, and facade improvements. 


Commercial District: 
Participant(s): 

Square Feet Commercial: 
# of Businesses Involved: 


# of Jobs Created/Retained: 


Loan Closing: 
Total Project Cost: 


Project Financing 


PFD Progam(s): 
NCDB Subsidy: 
Other Programs: 
Private Financing: 


West Broadway 

City Development Corp. 
28,500 

12 

10 


October 1983 
& May 1984 


$540,371. 


NCDB-2 loans 
$111,439. 

None 

Shawmut Bank 


A Public Facilities Department Project in South Boston 
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APPENDIX 
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Who To Call 


Boston Redevelopment Authority: 722-4300 


The Neighborhood Planning and Zoning Department, Policy Devel- 
opment and Research Department, and Public Information Office 
can give you more information on your neighborhood and current 
zoning. 


Mayor's Office of Neighborhood Services: 725-3485 


Is a good source of information on the wide range of programs 
offered by the city as well as information about other people who 
may be organizing in your community. 


Public Facilities Department: 720-4300 


Can tell you about programs and tools they provide to improve 
your business district such as low interest loan programs and 
public improvements. 


Executive Office of Communities and Development: 
727-3197 


Can tell you about commonwealth programs for business districts, 
including the Main Street Program which is designed to give 
technical assistance to communities working to strengthen their 
local economy. 


Mayor's Office of Capital Planning Operations: 725-3493 


Can tell you about city funds available for capital improvements in 
your neighborhood. 


Boston Transportation Department: 725-4675 


Can tell you about comprehensive city-wide traffic and parking 
strategies as well as potential solutions to transportation-related 
problems facing your neighborhood business district. 
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